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	1. A New Patient

**Summary:** After an accident, Draco Malfoy takes in a volatile Muggleborn as his ward, starting a chain of events that will bring sequestered truths to light and change their lives forever.

A/N: There are some changes from the Epilogue canon, but nothing too drastic. Apologies for my less-than-stellar writing, I'm still learning and I don't have a beta. But any constructive criticism will be appreciated. Please no flames though. This fic will include other viewpoints and flashbacks, but in a comprehensible format so nothing too confusing. The plot will pick up more in the next chapter.

* * *

><p><strong>St Mungo's, early June, 2021<strong>

* * *

><p>There was a noisy scuffle in the staff quarters as Draco entered. He looked around in puzzlement, clocking the hurried movements of his colleagues. Many of them wore grave expressions.<p>

Draco caught the arm of Justin Finch-Fletchley, who had been rushing to get past him. "Fletchley, what are you doing here? What's wrong?" he inquired.

Justin looked irritated and brushed off his pale hand brusquely. Draco remained stoic. "An unusual patient has come through," Justin replied. His eyebrows met in concern. "A child, no older than ten. Second-degree burns, deep wounds, etc. Looks half-dead."

Draco mirrored his frown and processed the information, ignoring Justin's lack of tact. "Burns? Has a fire been reported anywhere? Who brought the patient in?"

"That's the thing – no one did. No fires either. She came out of nowhere and collapsed on the front steps. Listen Malfoy, if you're so curious, come with me. We need an extra set of hands anyway."

Draco acquiesced. The men speedily made their way through the quarters, following a scarce group of healers through the halls. The scant group of medical practitioners flew into the paediatric ward like a flock of birds. The ward was mostly empty besides stray children suffering from the flu. Only one bed had its curtains drawn, shielded from curious onlookers.

Justin grappled the sleeve of Draco's robes and pulled him towards the bed in question. He had half a mind to put a stinging hex on Justin's invasive appendage – _wasn't it obvious where the patient was_, Draco thought surly – but his eager colleague had drawn his hand back before he could truly consider it.

Justin pulled the curtain away and slipped inside. Draco followed.

He wasn't surprised that the area inside the curtains had been magically expanded. The additional space allowed the Healers to put more equipment down; rows and rows of silver instruments lined the stands, surrounding the main hospital bed like a halo. Draco watched motionlessly as mediwitches flitted around the patient like mother hens, took adequate measurements, and recorded their findings.

He turned to his side to find Justin, wanting to enquire about the patient's current condition, when he noticed the Muggleborn's absence. Draco had to hold back a groan as he spied a brown head bobbing within the horde of cap-clad mediwitches a second later. Rest assured that Fletchley, exemplary Hufflepuff, would join the fray without a second thought.

Feeling energetic himself, Draco tapped the shoulder of a passing nurse. "What is the patient's current condition?"

The nurse looked distant, staring at Draco, or rather, at the wall behind him. "Oh, I don't know," she said vaguely, as if she'd never stepped into a ward her whole life. He keenly remembered _her_ being the one leading him around on the first day of his residency.

Draco shook his head, disturbed at her behaviour. He pushed away the nurse, and waded into the mouth of the dragon. There was initial resistance: two mediwitches protested at his involvement, and pushed back on his arms to deny him entry. Only when he flashed them his Healer badge, did they allow him near the bed.

He grimaced as he looked upon a battered body covered in dirt, curled up on the duvet. Soot had rubbed off and stained the once-pristine sheets, accompanied with the familiar green stains of Blood Replenishing potion on the pillow. The patient's head was turned the other way, and Draco could only decipher tufts of dark hair; they were slicked with blood.

A sense of foreboding welled up in him and he looked away from the pitiful sight on the bed in favour for the clipboard discarded on the side table. With a slight tremor in his hands, Draco grabbed the board and quickly scanned the vital stats. Heart rate: normal. Response to stimuli: weak to non-existent. Motor movement: non-existent.

It wasn't looking good for this one. _Let's hope there's at least some brain activity left, or the child might slip into a coma._

"Excuse me," Draco said gruffly, startling a nurse. She moved aside quickly.

He didn't bother thanking her – the annoyance had been blocking his path. _Why we even need nurses is beyond me_, he thought. They only functioned as obstacles the Healers had to move around: fluttering about the patients, worrying over them, comforting them against the 'mean' Healers who were actually worth their dime.

With a scowl, Draco stepped up to Justin, who was closing a gaping wound in the child's arm. Silvery tendrils spouted from the end of his wand, and covered the cavernous slit in a criss-cross pattern. Patches of membrane grew over the strands until a new layer of skin formed, unnaturally pale, which contrasted with the golden skin of the rest of the inner forearm.

After he finished, Justin moved to tend to the lower body. Draco discovered that one trouser leg had been torn up. The leg was bloody, and something seemed to jut out among the torn fabric. Something white.

Was that bone … ?

_No_, he thought resolutely. _Not your problem. _

He grabbed a pot containing purple muck from a nearby table. Shrugging on his gloves, Draco scooped up globs of the potion, and rubbed it into the large burn spreading across the child's collarbones.

He was glad the child was unconscious. His own experience of the Instant Burn Relief Potion had made him aware of how stinging the first touch could be, and he preferred not to work while his patient was screaming. It disrupted his concentration.

He moved on to the burns on the upper arm. They were smaller, but decidedly more severe: the edges were scorched black. Draco held back his revulsion and diligently worked, a burning question in his mind: _how_? How did this happen? And then: w_hy_? _Why_ would anyone do this to a mere child?

Draco let out a bitter chuckle. Now that he thought about it, this wouldn't be his first experience of child cruelty. It was nothing he hadn't seen before. Although _his_ wounds had never been this physical …

Draco took a quick glance at the clipboard he left lying on the table, noting the current stats. The pulse had quickened, a sign of the body doubling its efforts of recovery, but there was still no overall response, nothing that said _I'm still here and I'm trying_.

Merlin, let it not be a lost cause.

Suddenly, Draco felt movement from under his hand, from where he had been treating a burn on the shoulder. The patient's ribcage was moving.

He felt a stab of relief. Not a lost cause, after all.

From the end of the bed, Justin shot him a tentative smile and a thumbs up. From what Draco gathered, noting the man's still wand, all the wounds had been closed up. The mediwitch on the other side of the bed, who had been treating the face and noticed Justin's gesture, nodded at him and reached for a vial of Blood Replenishing Potion, and held it near the child's mouth.

"At least that's out of the way," he muttered, setting down the pot of purple potion. All the burns had been sufficiently covered.

Draco took out his wand from his waistband and cast a silent Scourgify, watching as the blood cleared from the hair, leaving fluffy but clean strands in its wake. Tentatively, he checked for any head injuries, but found none. Curious. Where had the blood come from, then?

While the rest of the Healers scurried to close up any remaining cuts and scourgified the soot marks off of the body, Draco scrutinised the patient's prone form. The child seemed to be at the androgynous stage of childhood, and Draco could for the life of him not figure out the gender.

_Probably a boy_, he mused, glancing at the dark locks that ended at the nape of the neck. He was attired in a simple t-shirt that looked like it had been white once, and jeans torn at the knee. That, coupled with the burns and bruises and broken bones the boy sported when he'd come in, made him look like he just escaped from a war zone.

* * *

><p>An hour later, and only Draco and Justin were left, sitting at the patient's bedside.<p>

After the worst had passed – wounds and burns healed, blood replenished – most of the Healers were called away to attend to their regular patients, while the two colleagues, both Healers of the paediatric ward, remained to keep an eye on the patient's progress. Luckily, Draco didn't have any yearly check ups that day, and was free all around the clock, and it had been Justin's day off.

Which reminded him …

"Fletchley, what exactly are you doing here?" Draco asked, suspicious. "Not that your presence wasn't appreciated … but isn't it your day off?"

Justin shrugged. He glanced at the frail body under the blankets. "I was Flooed by Macmillan," he answered. His gaze didn't move from the hospital bed. "I was needed here, and considering I had no prior engagements, I thought why not?"

Draco scoffed. Engagement or not, Justin would have come straight away. No one else loved their job as much as his colleague did. "Of course. Or perhaps you just missed me …"

"I assure you, it was nothing of that kind," Justin said, irritated. "I think I've seen enough of you in one year to last me a lifetime."

Draco couldn't disagree. Working on the same floor had its benefits – and drawbacks. He appreciated Justin's pliant nature and his impeccable bedside manner, especially with his own rather cold approach. It made treating patients easier: they felt cared for under Justin's gentleness; and were healed by Draco's magic fingers, so to speak.

But being around each other so much took its toll. They had worked alongside each other for so long, and were so attuned to the other's presence, Justin could be tap-dancing on the roof of his house and Draco would have felt the vibrations from his. He wondered if he saw Scorpius just as much.

Doubtful. Draco scowled, as he remembered that pitiful letter he'd received this morning. His son was invited to stay with that blasted Potter over Easter and Scorpius, being the disgustingly loyal Hufflepuff, had agreed readily.

Sometimes he wondered whether the senior Potter was using his son, Albus, to create discord in his house. To get back at him for all the shit he did back in the day. Seizing his assets hadn't been enough ...

Draco was shaken from his musings by his vibrating arm. Vibrating …

He scowled at Justin, and pushed his hand off. "Oh, I'm _definitely_ hexing you this time."

"Calm down, Malfoy." Justin rolled his eyes. "I thought you'd like to know that our patient is gaining consciousness."

"What?"

Sure enough, he heard the rustling of sheets. There was a pained groan, and Draco looked over the patient, whose eyes were screwed tightly.

He waited a second. And another. But the child seemed unwilling to open his eyes.

Justin's brows furrowed. "Hey, it's all right. We won't hurt you."

No response. The patient burrowed his head further into the duvet.

"Oh no you don't."

"Leave him," Justin warned.

Draco scowled at his annoyingly patient colleague. "We need to find out where he came from," he said slowly. Justin narrowed his eyes at the patronising tone. "What if he's a Muggle? You want to risk exposing our world just so he can get some shut-eye?"

"He's not a Muggle! He couldn't have seen the hospital otherwise."

"Stranger things have happened."

"I felt the child's magical core. If he were a Muggle, he would have bled out before we could do anything to him. The fact that he survived long enough to reach us tells me he must have been trying to heal himself."

Draco shrugged carelessly. "We won't find out unless we ask," he insisted. Then, ignoring Justin's weak protests, he waved his wand over the patient.

"_Rennervate_."

A gasp sounded from the bed, and the two Healers stared in anticipation. Wild dark eyes rolled around the room, focused on them, and narrowed in suspicion. The child sat up. Its hair was cut in layers, Draco noticed, giving off the slight impression of a hedgehog.

It was a _girl_, damn it. The long, girly eyelashes and soft face shape said enough.

Justin seemed to follow that same train of thought. "My name is Healer Fletchely," he introduced himself, his face twitching strangely.

Draco would have laughed at the display, if he hadn't been mirroring the same expression.

"This is Healer Malfoy," he nodded at Draco, "and we are responsible for your recovery. If you could answer our questions, it will help your progress tremendously."

She kept her eyes down but grunted in the affirmative.

Draco tried to keep his patience in check. "Let's start with your name," he suggested.

"Kritika."

"Do you have a last name too?"

"No," she responded petulantly. And, after a second of hesitation, added: "Don't ask me again."

Justin cleared his throat, distracting Draco from the murderous glances he was throwing at the girl. When their eyes met, he gave him a stern look, then turned to Kritika.

He smiled at her. "Don't worry, we won't. How old are you?"

"Ten."

"Hmm, I see. When will you be turning eleven?" At the soft mutter of "20th of June", Justin started scribbling in his note pad. "Very well. Now, Kritika, do you know where you are?"

Her eyes were still downcast, but her hands started trembling. "No," she muttered.

"Have you ever heard of St Mungo's?"

"Never."

Draco leaned forwards; his earlier animosity forgotten. "How did you get here?" he inquired.

"I don't remember."

He sneered. "So you don't have a surname, rendering us incapable of identifying you, and now you don't even know how you came here? What a suspicious set of circumstances, hmm?"

Kritika's face darkened. "Listen, sir," she spat. Her voice became strangely accented, in a drawl he had never heard before. "I don't owe you or your partner here anything, so just leave me alone, all right? Or better yet, let me go. I don't want to be part of whatever freakshow you've got going on here."

Justin raised his eyebrows. "Freakshow?"

The girl snapped her head around to look at him, a distasteful scowl settling on her face. She nodded sharply at the wand in his lap. "That – that thing. I saw a woman do something with it, when I came in. Made sparks fly and shit …" Draco frowned at her language. "… And she just grew someone's entire ear."

The two Healers exchanged puzzled looks. Draco looked down at Kritika. "You-you're scared of _that_?" He was careful not to mention magic, not wanting to overwhelm the clueless girl.

Her eyes gleamed. From anger or excitement, Draco didn't understand. All he knew was that it unnerved him greatly. "Of course not." Could have fooled him, if only her voice didn't come out ten decibels higher. "It was peculiar, that's all. J-J-Just leave me be. I won't tell a soul. I'll forget everything. If I can be discharged …"

He watched in alarm as Kritika's face twisted. The girl looked about to have a panic attack, her eyes flitting from one direction to another, hands shaking considerably.

"Get some Calming Drought," he snapped at Justin, who glanced at Draco uncertainly. His eyes flitted from him to Kritika. He seemed to be considering whether it was safe to leave the two alone, but then stood up, resigned.

"I'll be back in a minute. Stay with her, Malfoy."

Draco rolled his eyes, but kept quiet. He focused on his patient again as his colleague scurried away.

Kritika was still babbling. "You need to let me go, now. I don't want to be here. You _can't_ keep me here. You can't–"

"–we most certainly can," Draco interrupted. "By the state of you, I doubt you have anywhere to return to." It was harsh, but she had to understand. "This is the safest place for you as you recover. We will help you go back …" He trailed off as Kritika started shaking her head vigorously. Her shoulders were trembling.

Draco moved closer. "Calm, Kritika, calm," he soothed, but to no avail. She had screwed up her face so tight, it looked as if her eyeballs were going to pop out.

Justin reappeared with a vial of clear blue liquid in his hand. Draco grabbed the vial and unscrewed the cork. He made to move it towards Kritika when, suddenly, her hand shot out and pushed away his outstretched arm.

In shock, Draco dropped the potion. It fell to the floor, and cracked into a bazillion pieces.

"Don't touch me," she heaved. That rude preteen from moments earlier had disappeared and left a bewildered child in its wake, one that looked years older.

He returned her scowl with his own, perfected one, and with a swish of his wand, muttered _Recupero. _Shards of glass assembled into a bottle shape and the spilt potion was poured back into the vial.

Draco blinked, and the vial was in his hands again.

By now, Kritika had started thrashing: she flailed her arms around wildly, screaming something unintelligible while her head repeatedly banged against the bedpost. At this rate, she was going to give herself a concussion, if not split her skull open.

Draco grasped her wrist in a gentle but firm grip. "We will not hurt you, now sit still …"

She let out a blood-curdling shriek.

Draco looked at Justin pleadingly.

He nodded and pointed his wand at the convulsing girl, murmuring a binding spell, and immobilised her lower body. The spell restricted her movement greatly; only her chest shot up and down at a rapid pace, as if she was being shocked by a defibrillator.

Draco leaned over and poured the potion into Kritika's open mouth, mid-scream.

"Leave me a–AAAGGHH–"

She gurgled and for one, horrible moment, Draco feared she would choke. He massaged her throat, willing the concoction to go down. _Come on._

With a climactic sigh, the tensed lines on her face smoothed out. The fire in her eyes dimmed, like a Muggle light switch flipping off. He had never felt so much relief to see emptiness in a patient's eyes.

He nodded at Justin. "Good work."

Justin gave him the stink-eye. "Good work to _you_, too, colleague."

Draco stopped himself from rolling his eyes for the nth time that day, fearing that they might permanently get stuck inside his skull. _Fletchley and his fragile pride_, _can't even accept a compliment_.

Looking back at the unresponsive girl, he did a mental calculation in his head. "Say – how long do you think she'll be out for?"

His co-worker grimaced, glanced at his wristwatch, and then at the wide-eyed Kritika lost in her stupor. "Ten minutes, I reckon. Why? You want to skip out on me?"

"Not today. I'm far too curious about this … situation. But I've got to get something taken care of first. Six minutes."

"And not a minute later," Justin said sternly.

"Not a minute later," Draco agreed.

* * *

><p>The glow from the evening illuminated his office as he entered and muttered a quick <em>Lumos<em>. One by one, the bulbs on the ceiling sputtered to life. From his desk, Draco swiped a pot of Floo powder, and shuffled to the open fireplace, where the embers from his last conversation still burned.

He knelt and, taking a deep breath, threw the powder on the firewood. "21 Godric Hollow!"

With mild interest, Draco watched the emerald flames that spewed forth. He wasn't an avid user of the Floo Network – preferring Apparition and Portkeys – but head Flooing was terribly useful when trying to contact his social butterfly of a son, who had a tendency to hop from one home to another.

He would have used those phone mobiles, if only the Muggle contraptions didn't go berserk in a magical environment.

Closing his eyes, Draco stuck his head through the phantom flames, careful not to inhale any remaining powder. When he re-opened them, a cosy, very lived-in lounge greeted him. He spied a raggedy, three-legged table (probably an heirloom, Draco thought contemptuously) and a pair of knobby legs flitting around it.

He looked around for any adults, or at least the familiar streak of blonde hair of his son. Did he really have to speak to the Potter brats?

"Excuse me," he called.

The flurry of movements halted. A freckled face – one he swore he'd seen twenty-six years ago in Flourish and Blotts, glaring at him – popped up out of thin air, frightening him. Ginny Weasley's carbon copy looked down at his fiery image inquisitively.

A beat passed before her face lit up with recognition. "Oh, Mr Malfoy!" she exclaimed. " I didn't notice! What – er – brings you here?"

Draco sighed in irritation, allowing his thudding heart to calm. "Get Scorpius for me please, Miss Potter."

Lily Luna, her merry expression replaced with one of utmost seriousness, nodded and scurried away. Her long red hair drifted like a horse mane as she ran up the stairs.

Draco would've pinched the bridge of his nose, but didn't fancy putting his hand in the fire. Potter allowing his children to roam around the house with no supervision, when any odd character could Floo in? No surprise there. It was as if he'd lost all his survival instincts the second the Dark Lord's body dropped on the floor.

_So have I, allowing my child to fraternise with such careless people …_

He was in the throes of his latest strategy to break up his son and the youngest Potter – hide the invitation to Albus' thirteenth party from Scorpius – when a pair of sock-clad feet marched over to the fireplace, their substantial weight thudding on the oak flooring.

A boy of around thirteen squatted down, bending down at the neck. Scorpius' luminous face appeared in his vision, and Draco let out a breath he didn't realise he was holding.

He smiled, slightly. "How are you holding up in the lion's den, son?"

Scorpius scowled. "Come off it, father. Albus is a Slytherin."

"A fact that continues to astound me to this day," Draco muttered, almost bitterly, "is it too late for you both to switch places? You would have done well in my House."

"Eh no thank you, I'm fine in Hufflepuff. Anyway, was there something? Me and Albus are a bit caught up in Exploding Snap, and he's winning."

"He's cheating. Use a mirroring charm and look at his cards."

"Albus wouldn't cheat. He promised."

_Unless it's an Unbreakable Vow, don't count on it_, Draco thought. He didn't fault Albus for cheating; he was a Slytherin after all, and his own son was ridiculously naïve sometimes. "Very well. What I've come to tell you is that I'll be late tonight. There's been an emergency–"

"–wait, what? What happened?" Scorpius interrupted.

Draco wrinkled his nose, wishing he knew the answer to that as well. "Nothing wide-scale. At least I hope not. A very dire patient came through today, and it's likely I'll have to do an evening shift to keep an eye on her. Justin is staying, obviously."

"She's all right, though?"

"There is no reason why she shouldn't be," he said. "Her injuries are extensive, but with the proper aftercare she'll be up and running soon. Now, to the point: I want you home at nine pm, the latest. Dinky will be there, so you won't be alone. I'll be home around eleven, and if I don't see you there by then I swear, Scorpius, I _will _break your wand."

His son looked slightly sheepish. "I'm sorry about last week, okay? I forgot the time."

"You also got lost in a Scottish forest with Albus, and we couldn't find you until forty-eight hours later. You're lucky I didn't turn you into a Squib there and then, Scorpius."

"Sorry, father."

Draco sighed. "Just … stay safe. Don't go doing everything Albus says."

"He wouldn't, Dad."

"Fine. Don't listen to _James_, then."

That boy was a real menace. Draco still suspected _he_ had been the mastermind behind that whole forest fiasco. The puny Gryffindor had a vendetta against Malfoys. "You can't trust him."

Scorpius nodded. The frown on his face indicated that he agreed with his father's sentiments. "I won't," he promised.

"Good. Now, I have to return to my patient. Be good."

Draco pulled his head out, and doused the flames with water from the pail he kept by the fireplace. He caught sight of his son's face for a split of second, looking thoughtful, before the fire sizzled out.

With a resigned sigh, Draco stood up and left his office to attend to his duties.

* * *

><p>He'd taken fifteen minutes. Justin met him at the door; his arms crossed as he stared at Draco with a scowl. "You're late."<p>

"Yes, sorry about that," Draco said, sincerely, "but you know how Scorpius is – every bit the talker."

At the mention of the Hufflepuff boy, Justin smiled. His eyes glazed over with fondness. "Just like his mother."

Justin and Astoria were bosom buddies. Draco had not the slightest clue as to the how and why. All he knew was that after the war, they discovered there was a lot they saw eye-to-eye, and a tradition of shared Sunday brunches was born.

Draco attended a few, until their divorce. He found out that Justin was just as leery of him outside the ward, but adored his son, Scorpius, like his own.

"Yes, yes, Astoria's son all right," Draco grunted. Scorpius only inherited his blonde hair and his last name. The rest was all his mother. "How is the patient?"

The mirth dropped off of Justin's face. "She's back to normal but lethargic, yet doesn't want to sleep. She also refuses to disclose her full name, her address, and what happened to her. A nurse is feeding her right now."

"Is she still hesitant around magic?"

"Yes. She flinched when I got my wand out to conjure another blanket for her. I feel that magic might factor into the circumstances she has escaped from."

"You think she's been attacked by a wizard?"

"Possibly," Justin said in a light, unassuming tone, although his grave expression betrayed his concern. "You know how there has been considerable … pressure, from supremacist groups. Just because their figurehead is gone, doesn't erase centuries of prejudice. You would know."

Draco growled. "Cut it out, Fletchley." He knew all about the resistance to the winning side of the war. Many organisations had been erected, many like the one he had been in; but none could imitate the violent nature of their inspiration. Or so he thought. "All the Death Eaters are in Azkaban or dead. None of them are running amuck. Anyway, I thought Potter had it handled?"

Justin looked him up-and-down pointedly. Accusingly. Draco refused to cower. He didn't consider himself a proper Death Eater – not now, not then. "Some have slipped detection," Justin continued warily, "and Harry and Ron can't carry the weight of all the Aurors on their shoulders. Especially now that Ron is gunning for Deputy Minister."

"Really? I'd expected _Potter_ to go into politics. He did it so well at school."

Justin ignored his scathing tone. "Ron's always been the ambitious one. He'll be going for Minister after that."

Draco pondered this new bit of information. How would life under Weasley's regime be like?

The idea only gave him a brief pang of jealousy. Becoming a politician, and eventually Minister of Magic, had been _his_ dream first. But that was before he found out that no one really liked him that much, and that his tongue wasn't as nimble with words as his fingers were with healing.

"Interesting," was all he said.

The two colleagues continued on in the direction of their patient, depleted of any conversation. Not that he minded. Draco didn't find Justin that interesting beyond his knowledge of current affairs, something _he_ lacked nowadays, and the feeling was mutual.

Kritika sat on her bed, face lined with tiredness. Her shoulders were slumped and her head rested slightly on the bedpost behind her, as if her neck could barely keep it up.

Draco shooed away the nurse who held a bowl of uneaten, cold soup in her hands. The middle-aged woman nodded gratefully and bowed out from their presence.

The girl's eyes shifted to Draco. She looked wary. Her body turned away as far from him as possible and he noticed that she lay crumpled in on herself, showing him her back, as if she was protecting her internal organs.

He didn't feel offence, but rather a heightening concern.

"How are you feeling?" Justin asked.

"I'm fine."

Justin looked at the retreating back of the nurse. "You haven't eaten anything."

"I'm not hungry."

Draco noticed her eyes strayed to his lap. "What is that stick? What do you use it for?" She asked Justin, still looking at Draco's wand.

"A wand. It's a wizard's main possession."

"Wand," she repeated, amazed. Her eyes gleamed, and glided along the length of the wand. "Is it like a weapon?"

This time, Draco answered: "Yes. But you can perform other spells with it. Like charms, transfiguration …"

Kritika nodded impatiently, and Draco had a feeling she had barely listened beyond his answer of her question. "So, wizards are real?"

Draco looked at Justin with worry, who frowned in return. Should they tell her?

Justin decided to take the lead. "Yes," he said, carefully. "Do you want to know more?"

"I think I need to," she said.

Draco raised his eyebrows. So she had a modicum of awareness of her own nature? That would definitely make it easier. But there was something he needed to know first. "First of all," he started, looking at her intently, "we need to know how you arrived here. Your appearance ... is an anomaly."

"I don't know how I came here; I told you before."

"You must remember something. You haven't even told us how you got such serious wounds. I'm sure Healer Fletchley has informed the extent of your injuries?"

"Yes." Kritika glanced at her bandaged knee.

"Then you understand that we have to know. I don't know why you refuse to tell us your full name and your circumstances. The only thing I can think of is that you are protecting someone."

She stayed quiet.

"If so, at least inform us how you have found this hospital. Perhaps later, we can discuss your background. You are in our care now – you can trust us."

At this, Kritika looked doubtful. Extremely. Her mouth twisted in displeasure and Justin quickly amended Draco's statement. "We won't ask you anything about your history," he assured her, "not until you're ready."

"I don't remember much," she said, after a short pause. Her eyes narrowed at her lap, as if she was trying to print the memory on her bed sheets and read it off. "It was really hazy. When I woke up, smoke was all I saw. I couldn't move one of my legs, the one that's broken now. I heard my mum yelling at me to run. Someone– her, probably – threw me out of the house, out on the streets. I crawled then. I crawled for hours."

She let out a shuddering breath. "After some time, I couldn't see much anymore. It was cloudy. The pain came back. I knew I would pass out soon, and I had to get somewhere safe. So I prayed, and something strange happened. As if my entire body was being squeezed through a tube. I think I might've thrown up somewhere."

"Apparition," Draco mouthed at Justin.

"Next thing I know, I crack my face against stone steps," Kritika continued, failing to notice the silent exchange between the two Healers, "and I notice people stand in front of me. After that it gets even hazier. Like, I wasn't even awake most of the time until they wheeled me in here, where I proper conked out."

"That's all you remember?" Justin inquired.

"That's all I remember." She sounded exasperated, as if she had told this story numerous times before. "Can I go soon?"

"Once you're healed, yes," Draco answered distractedly. Her tale sounded very vague and some things didn't add up. How had she been able to crawl for such long time without anyone noticing? Did she live somewhere remote? Perhaps the countryside? He doubted that. No child could Apparate over such long distances. She must have come from somewhere in the City, probably even in the next borough.

Those were hardly the answers he was looking for, and only created more questions to agonise over. The girl was holding a lot back.

Draco resolved to make a special call tomorrow.

* * *

><p>AN: Hope you enjoyed this chapter! I might go over it later, fish out any grammar and tense mistakes. This is a different Draco from the one we see in the Epilogue. His life after the war was different, so his characterisation in my story will take after his personal circumstances, although I'm basing it on canon Draco as much as possible. Any questions as to what has happened in the last two decades will be answered in the following chapters.


	2. Trouble On The Horizon

**Summary:** After an accident, Draco Malfoy takes in a volatile Muggleborn as his ward, starting a chain of events that will bring sequestered truths to light and change their lives forever.

**A/N:** is being really annoying. It's just won't allow me to update! Whatever, I'm glad to see that some people are following this story. Question: would you like to see longer chapters, with more time between them, or should I stick to 6,000 a chapter? Enjoy reading!

**Disclaimer:** I don't own anything but my OCs

* * *

><p><strong>Stratford, late May, 2021<strong>

* * *

><p>It was a stifling hot afternoon in the East End. Compact, nondescript houses formed zigzag lines serving as streets, leaving mere centimetres of the pavement to the pedestrians. The sight of cars was a daily commodity; their wheels leaving ugly tire marks on the cemented lanes, which could only be scrubbed off with industrial bleach. The only strip of nature appeared at the intersection, a small plot of land functioning as a children's playground, housing slides, swings, and the like.<p>

The sun was shining, the heat simmering in the air. Kritika was sitting in the driveway of her home in a lotus position. They didn't own a car yet, so the space was spotless; the rocky ground devoid of any fuel spatters or black skid marks unlike the other houses, where suburban cars from mainstream brands could be found squatting in every driveway.

She came here whenever she felt too cooped up in her snug home. Her house was not much different from the rest of her row: the same brick red colour, the same two levels, and the same circular windows. For two people, it ought to be roomy enough, but she could not stand staying in there for too long. She knew all the rooms, knew their lay out, all the nooks and crannies. It bored her.

Being outside allowed her to discover new things. The ever-changing sky, knowing how volatile London weather can be, and of course, her curious neighbours.

She watched passively, looking over the low hedge separating their houses, at Amirah toiling in her back garden.

Kritika felt as bone-weary as the old woman looked, and could not understand for the life of her how, at her age, she could still deftly pluck away the weeds from her mossy grounds. Her eyebrows rose as Amirah squatted and bent over a plot, preparing a new crop.

She scuffled towards the end of the hedge, reaching on her tiptoes to extend her sight further. Her nose rested on top of the wall as her eyes took in the rest of Amirah's garden. Besides vegetables, there was a streak of rosebushes, spikey and unbidden, despite its radiant flowers.

Kritika screwed her face up at the sight of the sharp tentacles. _How ghastly._ Wasn't the old lady scared of them? The roses were fairly young, barely budding. She imagined daisies in its stead, the mental picture much more comforting than the decorative death traps.

She watched the gardener for another minute, when suddenly Amirah's head cocked up, her eyes landing immediately on Kritika.

The preteen shot down, putting her head between her knees, making herself as small as possible, her heart beating in her ears.

She'd been watching for years, and had never been caught. They didn't seem to be aware that they even had neighbours, let alone that **she** existed. Not that she minded, particularly. It was helpful to not exist. She found watching people easier when they were unaware of her presence. They made less of a fuss.

She listened attentively to any rustle, indicating that the old woman was coming her way, but no such sound was heard. She frowned. Strange. Usually, people would have called for her already, or at least shooed her away.

Kritika snuck a quick peek over the wall. Amirah had gone back to gardening, whistling a pleasant tune that carried all the way over to Kritika's house. She seemed completely unbothered by the child's presence, not even deigning to look at her.

Or maybe she hadn't seen her? Kritika grimaced at the thought. Doubtful. The old hag might have been slow on the uptake, but definitely not blind.

Kritika stewed over this discovery for a minute longer, before shrugging and padding back over to her house. The blares under her feet crackled as it touched the granite, but besides letting out a wince, she didn't acknowledge them.

The living room was silent, besides the occasional creak of a floorboard. Kritika plopped down on her sofa, zapping mindlessly at her television. There was no one at home, as usual – her mum didn't come home until five.

She stared at the screen, depicting swirls of colours and odd shapes, with lazy detachment, her interest only peaking when she came upon the news channels.

"Several cases of arson have plagued the capital, currently, no culprits have been apprehended—"

"Missing teenager—"

"Government in uproar after referendum results—"

Kritika watched the news stories, fascinated by the events that took place only this week. "Something's always happening," she said out loud. Living in London was a racket. Never a boring day.

She was puzzled though, how her neighbourhood never had anything out of the norm going on.

All these crimes, murders, upheaval seemed to happen somewhere else, never too close. Soho, Brixton, Vauxhall … Yet her drab little borough was hardly in the news besides the occasional Games mention.

She remembered, vaguely, when the Olympics happened. Six years ago, in the height of summer, when their streets were littered with burnished faces and white caps with the Olympic logo dotting the landscape. She recalled the energetic crowds surging towards the centre of everything: Stratford.

Her mother had taken another day off, the third in a month, so they could visit the newly erected Olympic Stadium. Her exact memories of that outing was scattered in her brain, but she keenly remembered the contentment she felt; how nice it was to spent time with her busy mother.

"Thanks mummy," she'd whispered, as they returned from Olympic Village. Looking up at the only role model in her life, she squeezed the hand in hers briefly. "I liked it."

There had been unguarded surprise in her mother's eyes, their almond shapes getting even smaller as they gazed at Kritika. Finally, she smiled at her crookedly, and held up their intertwined hands. "Anything for you, moni."

Kritika didn't give a peep for the last ten minutes of their walk home and her mother didn't strike up conversation either, but the peaceful look on Kritika's face had been good enough for the both of them.

Along with the Games, her brief respite had ended as well. As the summer came to a close and the stadium shut down for refurbishment, the Olympic Village opened its doors to the middle class masses. This brought on a new burden for her mother, who worked as a secretary and assigned homes to people. Frequent outings changed to occasional visits, until Kritika spent half of her time under the care of the plump housewife next doors, whose children were all in secondary school, while her mother slaved away at her job.

There was a hollow knock at the front door, and Kritika jumped up, shuffling towards the hall. The bronze knocker twisted, before disappearing from view as the door swung open, revealing her mother on the patio.

Kritika gave her a smile, which weakened when she noticed the strange aura around her. She seemed … upset? Seeing Kritika, one corner of her mouth turned up, forming a grimace, as if it lacked the energy to show a full smile. "How was your day, moni? Not too boring?"

She shook her head.

"Ah, I'm happy to hear that," her mother said. She walked into the living room with a quiet Kritika on her heels, and dropped her carrier bag on the leather couch.

The television was still on, serving as white noise to the homely silence between mother and daughter. The former rummaged through her bag, eyebrows scrunched in concentration while Kritika looked on curiously.

"Hah! I knew I brought it with me." With a flourish, she presented Kritika with a bar of mint chocolate. It looked like it had seen better days: its package was rumpled and the bar was bent in the middle, yet Kritika's eyes twinkled in mirth and she accepted the offering.

Her mother smiled shrewdly as Kritika devoured the confectionary. Mint chocolate was her absolute favourite. She gave her a full-blown smile, lips coated in chocolate. Ignoring her mother's giggle, Kritika asked how her day had been.

A shadow fell on the older woman's face, so different from the laughing mirth from before. Kritika frowned. _Did something happen at work?_

Her mouth turned into a scowl as she waited for her mother's reply, while the seconds passed into minutes. "Come on, tell me mum!" She whined. It was uncharacteristic for her to not join in conversation. Her mother was a social butterfly like that.

So naturally, Kritika was suspicious.

She looked pained. No, inconvenienced. She grimaced at Kritika with such annoyance that screamed: you should know better than to ask such questions. "Nothing serious dear. Just some minor disagreements at work. Adults argue too, you know."

"I thought adults were too mature for that?"

"They like to think so. However, everyone has a row once in a while."

Kritika cocked her head at her mum, mulling her words over. Yes, now that she thought about it, she did see grownups bicker at the Sunday market – over prices. Negotiating, bargaining. Even her mother was prone to it, both on the trading floor and on the phone, whenever they received unwelcome calls.

But she never seemed too upset from those interactions. Red-faced and frustrated, yeah, probably. But she bounced back pretty quickly afterwards.

"Seriously, don't worry Kritika," she reassured her daughter, clocking the bemused expression on her face. She gave her a smile, designed to placate her. Her forehead wrinkled in thought. "So, what exactly did you do today? Did you just hang around the house? I'm sorry I couldn't get anyone to look after you, everyone was busy –"

"I can handle myself," Kritika interrupted.

She laughed warmly, and petted her cheek. Kritika scowled. "I'm sure you can. I forget myself sometimes. You're getting older …" She sat them both down on the couch. "So, what ya do? After a day of dragging myself through stacks and stacks of paperwork, I'd love to talk to someone _but_ my boss."

Kritika shrugged. She mentally recapped what she'd done earlier. "The day isn't finished yet," she said, evasively. "Slept through the morning. Read some books. Watched the telly. Read a bit more."

"What about the Whitemans across the street? Did you visit their daughter? Isn't she in the year below you?"

"Exactly," Kritika bit out. "What in the world would we have common?"

"You're only six months apart."

"Six months too much, if you ask me."

"What about the girls in your class? It's the weekend. Surely they're around? If you want I can get you a phone, you can gossip with them and whatnot."

Sensing her mother was not going to drop the subject, Kritika let out a defeated sigh. "No need. I'll talk to Mildred tomorrow," she acquiesced.

Her mother wasn't her weakness. It was that resulting smile; a vessel, brimming with familial affection and familiarity, in the shape of twisted lips.

* * *

><p>The next morning, Kritika stood in front of the Whiteman's house at the strike of nine.<p>

Warm wind blew in her face, much like the expulsed air from a hot air balloon, as she peered into the windowed surface of the circular living room. The curtain was drawn almost entirely but for the left side, where Kritika glanced into a brief moment of domestic life.

On the floor, two toddlers played without concern. The hulking figure of the family's patriarch, John Whiteman, Mildred's father, flitted in the corner. He sat in the armchair furthest away from the window, a doting smile stretched across his face as he gazed at his youngest children.

_What a pretty picture_, Kritika mused. She tore her eyes away and knocked on the hefty door.

There was a one-second pause before the door was lugged open. A disgruntled father towered over Kritika, the lines around his mouth grim as he stared down his nose at her.

Kritika suppressed a sneer. "Good morning, Mr Whiteman," she offered genially, "I was about to go down the park, and wanted to invite Mildred along. Is she busy?"

"Why?"

She pouted. _Nosy git._ "I want to get to know Mildred better. We've been living so close for so many years, and my mum …"

At the mention of her mother, John's scowl deepened more than she thought was possible. His eyes blazed with fury, and Kritika's hand turned clammy.

"You must think I'm off my rocker, that I'll ever allow my guileless child near your Catholic ilk!"

Kritika looked at him with ill-concealed shock.

John wagged his finger at her accusingly. "Your mother," he spat the word as if it was an insult, "has no right–"

"JOHN!"

John's face immediately deflated as he turned around on the spot, facing whatever brave soul dared to interrupt him. Kritika, who used this reprieve to calm her nerves, tried to look behind him, but his imposing figure blocked her view.

"Madeline, the child has ill intentions …"

"By God, John, listen to yourself! This is no way to treat a child. She cannot help who her family is."

Finally, after what seemed like ages, John stepped away reluctantly. Kritika cocked her head the side curiously, and watched as a rail-thin woman came into focus.

Her clothing was austere but not as heavy as her husband's attire. Likewise, the nervous smile she sported was much friendlier than John's scowl, and Kritika's insides stopped churning.

The woman inched closer, and Kritika willed herself to not run. "Hello dear," she intoned carefully, her movements skittish as she held out a hand to shake. Kritika accepted the gesture, meeting her eyes head-on.

She cleared her throat. "My name is Hilda. I'm Mildred's mother. Please excuse my husband, he has forgotten his manners." Hilda glared at the hovering presence behind her, who quickly backed away. He sent Kritika a last look of poorly veiled contempt, before he turned on his heel and marched inside the house.

Kritika almost rolled her eyes, but not wanting to offend the friendly figure in front of her, settled for a polite smile. "It's all right, Mrs Whiteman. I was only wondering if Mildred was up for a walk in the park?"

She'd be damned if she was refused. No way was she going to walk away empty handed, after bearing all that.

"Why of course! Mildred's ballet class has been cancelled, so you showed up just in the nick of time! You see, she's been mopey about it all morning …" Hilda tittered away, not noticing the glazed over expression on Kritika's face. "I'll call her! If you could just wait here for a second." Without further ado, Hilda hurried back into her house, leaving the door to bang shut on itself.

Kritika did not dwell on the fact that she hadn't been invited in – she was used to her neighbours' rude antics, even from its friendliest faction – instead, a familiar frustration welled up inside her, as she looked back on John's words. The toxic utterings of a prideful man, no doubt, but it still managed to faze her. Even now.

If only she was more like her mother. She would have let the words roll off of her back, maybe even laugh at John's face. Not in contempt, of course, but in mirth. Susana treated everyone and everything as a big joke.

Kritika balled her fists. No, she could never be like that. She could never allow someone to mess with her in that way.

An insistent patter called her attention, and Kritika lifted up her head to look at the source. A spotty, lanky girl stood, her hands on her hips, tapping her feet. She wore a face of annoyance, but the expression subdued the longer Kritika stared at her, unflinchingly.

Hilda let out a subtle cough.

Both girls looked at the older woman, startled out of their staring contest. "Be back at 11, Mildred," Hilda told her daughter sternly. "Don't soil your Sunday clothes."

Kritika watched carefully as mother and daughter shared a meaningful glance, but the moment was gone before she could decipher its meaning.

Nevertheless, she boxed it away in her brain for later.

Mildred turned to give her a haughty smile, with all the condescension a ten-year-old. "Let's go. Laura will meet us there, along with the boys. They'll like you."

Kritika was taken aback by her shortness, but relaxed when Mildred plodded over to stand next to her. No matter. She'll warm up to her soon.

After a quick farewell to her Hilda, the girls set out for the playground. The air between them was terse, and Kritika struggled to come up with topics they could talk about.

Why do tv shows make this look so easy? Kritika thought helplessly. She had nothing in common with the girl skipping next to her (yes, skipping). In teenage dramas, the high school loner gained a gaggle of friends instantly when they put themselves out there, including a nomination for Prom Queen and the guy of their dreams.

But nothing of that sort seemed to be happening here. Mildred mindlessly tapped away on her phone, while Kritika was left to her thoughts.

Wait. Phone?

"You've got a phone?" she asked, mildly curious, eyeing the sleek object in Mildred's hands. Phones were becoming more commonplace amongst the preteens, but she had no clue that religious nuts such as the Whitemans would allow their 'guileless' daughter such a modern invention.

She snorted, imagining Mildred's pig of a father throwing a fit over it. Kritika was almost overcome by the urge to drag the girl by her pigtails back over again, just to see John fume at the 'satanic device' in his daughter's hands.

Kritika looked up at Mildred's face, who in turn gazed at her oddly. She frowned but then it dawned on her that she'd been smiling, for no apparent reason to this girl, and was glad her dark complexion hid her embarrassment so well.

Mildred narrowed her eyes suspiciously. "I got it for Christmas. The newest iPhone. Mad, huh?"

Kritika nodded. Her eyes wandered back to the white iPhone. It looked very expensive.

As if reading her thoughts, Mildred smirked. There was a glint in her eye that didn't look all that wholesome. "Wait, don't tell me that you haven't got one? Everyone has it. You'll be the only one there without one."

"Well, I'll lose it anyway. Not worth it."

Mildred cocked an eyebrow. "So? Your mum will buy you another one. But, of course, she can't …"

Kritika rolled her eyes at her insinuation. What a menace. "Phones are overrated anyway. They're only good for silly games, silly texting, and taking silly pictures," she replied heatedly.

"You're so typical, Kritical. Always think you're better than us. Always act so grown up, too old to play our games. Please."

"I'm not now, am I? And don't call me that."

"I'll call you whatever I want," Mildred snarked back, shoving her phone in her pocket. "And you better get off your high horse while we're there. I don't want my friends to think that I talk to a stuck up like you."

Stuck up? Kritika seethed. Was this girl stupid? She hadn't been the one calling her poor just now!

I shouldn't have listened, I shouldn't have listened. Why did she care what her mother wanted anyway? While her mother was off, Kritika was the one who got the brunt of it all.

She couldn't back out now though.

The previous silence returned, but was wrought with even more tension. Kritika couldn't wait until they'd reached the playground. Hopefully the other kids weren't as insufferable as the little tart, and she'd find a like-minded person to slack off with.

But when the swing chairs came into view, Kritika started to panic. Her social skills weren't up to par, as evidenced, and if she managed to muck up one conversation already, how was she to cope with more? She really hoped they weren't too curious about her.

Mildred increased her pace, leaving Kritika to stumble after her, willing her short legs to catch up. She stepped into a clearing, and blanched at the preteens surrounding her.

There were five in total, including Mildred. They all looked at her expectantly. Some seemed confused; others were annoyed.

"Blimey, Milly, why'd you bring her here?" A slender boy with a squeaky voice said, shooting her a nervous glance. He unconsciously stepped back from Kritika.

Kritika didn't miss it.

A plump girl, Laura, piped up: "Hey Kritical, why are you here? Didn't know you liked humans." She giggled obnoxiously.

"Funny," Kritika deadpanned. Dickhead. "Mildred said I could join you guys today."

Laura wrinkled her nose, and sent a questioning glance at Mildred, who just shrugged. "Hmm, I'm not sure about that. Why don't you stay here while we talk about it? I don't want anyone to feel put out."

Kritika scowled, but said nothing.

As the group gravitated away from her and huddled together, Kritika wondered if she could still make a break for it. Anything the whelps would be discussing about her would be unsavoury, guaranteed.

But she couldn't lose face in front of them. Once she'd come out of the woodwork, she couldn't go back, and if she ran, it would follow her well into senior school.

Kritical. That goddamned name would be a permanent fixture in every class, every break, and every lunch. And Mildred wouldn't hesitate to continue on the streets.

Kritika kicked a stray rock as she waited for the group to finish discussing her fate. The misshapen rock landed in the sandbox, standing out like a sore thumb amongst the fine grains. Kritika could relate.

Eventually, the horde of children untangled themselves and walked over to where she stood. Kritika braced herself as Laura inched closer with a smile painted on her face.

"Well, you can join us. We're playing hide and seek."

* * *

><p><strong>Ministry of Magic, early June, 2021<strong>

* * *

><p>The Department of Magical Paediatric Affairs had been in an uproar that morning. Somewhere in the bowels of London, a child had performed a severe bout of accidental magic. The fall-out was a handful of injured Muggle children, one of whom was in serious condition.<p>

Curiously, no wards were triggered.

_Must be Muggleborn_, Ginevra Potter mused, scanning the reports as the Ministry lift tugged and pulled, transporting its load to the first floor. Although the severity of the magic had initially been a cause of concern for her, Ginny could not stop her excitement at the prospect of something occurring of this scale. Muggleborns coming into their magic had always been a messy affair, and sometimes resulted in criminal records that could not be expunged with a simple _obliviate. _But a triggering of this magnitude was rare and far more chaotic. It seemed like her department would have their hands full for the coming week.

The lift jerked to a stop but Ginny didn't flinch, having got used to her twitchy mode of transport. With quick, measured steps, she crossed the conference hall and stopped at a non-descript, oaken door.

Ginny knocked, and braced herself as the door swung open with a flourish. The office housed inside was the antithesis to its entrance: while the door was plain, the room itself was painted a bright green, with several Muggle newspaper articles pounded on the walls and the occasional articles from the Prophet. Ginny glanced at the frozen Muggle photographs with passing interest before she stepped further into the room.

The door closed behind her as she looked at Dennis Creevy, who gave her a court nod in greeting, pausing his quill.

"You're here for the situation in the East End," he stated matter-of-factly.

Ginny smiled crookedly. "A bit presumptuous of you, don't you think?"

"What else would pressure you to visit the honorary Muggleborn's chambers? The whole department has been in a tiff. You wish for my advice."

"If you will, _sir_."

"Very well," Dennis intoned, ignoring the cheek. "Before we facilitate a meeting with the parent and the magical, we must assume control of the situation. The Muggle police are adamant to throw the child into a detention centre."

Ginny wiggled her mouth from one corner to another in indecision. "Within reason, though? She did put several Muggle children in grave danger."

Dennis nodded, but a dark cloud rolled over his eyes. "Indeed. But I have reason to believe that some … prejudice might influence the outcome of the child's court hearing."

"Prejudice?" Ginny frowned. She knew Muggles could be just as cruel and unfair as the purebloods that vehemently hated them – one would only have to look at Harry's maternal family – but the idea always unnerved her. Like her father, she viewed Muggles as interesting, but ultimately, harmless people.

"The girl is the child of a single mother."

Ginny failed to grasp its significance. "So? From what I read, they live with the grandparents."

"Not anymore. They moved out several years back, when the girl was five." Dennis turned his attention to the plethora of documents sprawled on his desk. He haphazardly picked one and thrust it in Ginny's direction.

Ginny took it, scanning the first few paragraphs with rapt attention, her eyebrows growing closer to her scalp with every new titbit she read.

"Interesting. How did you get these?"

Dennis cracked a sardonic smile. "One only needs to have the right connections. Being the Head of the Magical Registrar gives you that privilege."

Ginny rolled her eyes. _I'll give you that one._

His smile dulled. "Apparently, the mother never bothered to tell anyone of their updated living arrangements. She has come under investigation by the child services. Single mothers are not looked favourably upon in the Muggle world. This will turn into a full-blown case if we don't take the measurements to stop it."

There was a slight pause as Ginny processed the information.

She looked at her former schoolmate with unease. "Dennis, I know you've had your hands full …"

"I'll do what I can," he said, resigned, "it wouldn't be the first time, after all. the Ministry has never been as busy as this; the war still haunts us."

Her eyes misted over as she thought of that one thing that still haunted her. That one person, that one death. "That's true," Ginny murmured. She looked at the papers in her hands, thoughtfully. "Do you think there is any reason for the sudden spike in Muggleborn births? More and more children are popping up with the magical gene these days. More than ever. Our department has been busy."

Dennis shrugged, uncharacteristically casual. "There's always been more Muggles than wizards and witches. Nature wishes to balance that. Especially with how Muggleborns have been treated so far."

"There must be another reason."

"Take it up with the Department of Mysteries," he said dismissively. "I record births, not the reason behind them."

Ginny scoffed, but nevertheless stood up and dumped the papers in her bag. "I best be off. We have the address of their home already, so I might as well get this over and done with."

"I'll search for the hospital of the victim and the eyewitnesses' current locations, so no stress on that front needed. I'll owl you the information as soon as possible."

* * *

><p>"Now, I don't want to make a fuss all right? It'll be me and Susan, while you, Tracey, stand outside on guard."<p>

A groan trilled the air. "Ginevra, why am I always taking the backseat on these missions?"

Ginny rolled her eyes. "_This_ is exactly why," she hissed, "you are too excitable. We are _not_ going on a mission. We are going to meet the mother and discuss the ramifications of her child's accidental magic, and offer her help. You're not expected to fight off any Dark wizards today."

"As opposed to the other days?" Tracey asked sarcastically.

"I have five other, very much willing witches and wizards at my disposal," Ginny warned, "just say the word, Tracey; and I'll have you sorting papers tonight." She heard Tracey mutter something unintelligible, and probably rude, but decided to overlook it for the time being. Instead, Ginny focused on her other partner – Susan.

She offered her an amicable smile. "Let's run through it one more time, Bones."

Susan tipped her glasses further up her nose, and nodded fervently. With a swish of her wand, a scroll materialised out of thin air and rolled down, baring its contents. "Here is the birth certificate," Susan said. She flicked her wand again, and it floated closer to Ginny, who squinted at the cursive lettering. The first paragraph of the document contained the barest information: the name, Kritika Said D'Cruz, was emblazoned on top of the scroll in bold letters; the date of birth; and blood status – Muggleborn. Further down the parchment was a brief introduction to the Wizarding world. They were prepared to show the mother some parlour tricks, in case she doubted them – although Ginny was certain that after her daughter's antics, it wouldn't take much for her to believe them.

"While you converse with the guardian, I will try to calm the child down, and talk in length about her abilities. With the diagnostic spell, I can ascertain the rate of her magical development and suss out any hurdles. Afterwards, we will inform the family of the magical world together."

"What about the court case?" Ginny asked. It was her main worry with the situation.

Her colleague gave her an enigmatic smile. "It's being handled," Susan assured her, "our priority now is to inform the ones affected and ensure that no accidents happen from here onwards. We can discuss the murkier sides of this case once this is over."

"I wish we were told of this ages ago!" Ginny lamented. "Is it too late to save this girl from punishment? Creevey certainly thinks so."

"What do you mean?" Tracey asked.

She sighed. "According to him, the Muggles won't see the case objectively. The mother is a single mother; a social taboo."

"To be fair, it's not exactly encouraged in the pureblood families either."

Ginny could see Tracey's point, but the fact that being a single parent could endanger their right to be with their child sickened her. Especially when that single parent was a mother. And it wasn't like she could help the fact that her daughter was a witch. She must have been frightened; Ginny had heard all manners of stories from Hermione about Muggle parents who were terrified by their child's magic, going as far as to 'cleanse' them.

This pushed her into action. "Let's go, now that it's sufficiently dark. Have you all memorised the address?"

"21 Tulling Street, Stratford," Susan and Tracey intoned.

She smiled at them, pleased. "If we Apparate too far from each other, let's meet up at the stadium – it's not too far from there. I assume you all know what it looks like?"

They nodded.

Ginny led them to the Apparition site. While the rest of the Ministry was protected by anti Apparition wards, a set of cubicles had been cleared for Ministry approved Apparition. Ginny considered Flooing to the London entrance and _then_ Apparating quite tedious, so she had filed a booking that morning. The situation in Stratford had created quite a buzz, and approval was swiftly given.

The three witches stepped into individual cubicles. Ginny took the one in the middle, with Tracey and Susan on either side of her. She nodded at them, before closing her eyes and drawing a blank in her mind.

Only one sentence echoed in her head: _21 Tulling Street, Stratford. 21 Tulling Street. 21 ..._

A sharp sensation tipped her axis and Ginny relished the rushing sensation of Apparition. It felt like her entire being was imploding, making her heady as she travelled through every dimension. She felt like she was on the rack: her limbs stretched; her joints dislocated; and her head was threatening to separate itself from her shoulders. All that occurred in under ten seconds.

She felt grass under her feet first, before her world tilted back to its original state. A pleasant shudder travelled along her spine. Apparition felt a lot like visiting those feel-good Muggle doctors – chiropractors, she thought they were called.

Ginny blinked once, and then twice, when the air quivered and Susan and Tracey appeared, five seconds in between. The trio surveyed each other wordlessly. Ginny scrutinised the impeccable appearances of her partners, and gave them both a thumbs up.

Tracey and Susan returned the gesture.

"We're all set," she announced.

The area around them looked dreary. They had landed in some sort of park: there was an odd-looking carousel, painted in uneven triangles of green, blue, and red, and a rusty swing set that screeched as it quavered in the wind.

Ginny shivered; it looked incredibly creepy, especially in the darkness. Tracey let out a small keen as a strong gust of wind pushed the swing forward, and another metallic shriek rung into the night.

She narrowed her eyes at the play set. There was something odd about it. Ginny inched closer.

"Ginevra? What the hell do you think you're doing?" Tracey bellowed, pulling at her sleeve. Ginny slanted her eyes at her.

"Calm yourself, Davis," she snapped. Her eyes flitted back to the metal contraption. "Do you see there? Those spots?"

Tracy wrinkled her nose. "Probably rust."

She was tempted to agree, but something nagged at the back of her mind. "Very oddly placed, don't you think?"

"They're concentrated in one area," Susan piped up, "as if they were spattered."

And then something clicked.

Ginny cast a silent _Lumos_, and held her wand closer to the swing set. There, bathed in the blueish white glare of the spell, sat splatters of dried blood. She was transfixed, horrified and fascinated, by the stains. With a swish of her hand, she beckoned her companions closer.

"Come here." Susan and Tracey shared a look, but complied. In the summoned light of three wands, the blood was easier to discern. Ginny felt something drop from her chest to her stomach. Had the accidental magic taken place here? How badly was the Muggle child injured?

Susan stared at the playset contemplatively; the serene expression on her face contrasted greatly with the worry lining Ginny's face. "This could mean anything," she mused, "perhaps just coincidence? Then again, when it comes to magic, there are no coincidences."

"All the more reason to hurry up!" Tracey interrupted, huffing impatiently. Her eyes strayed to the soiled swings. It was obvious the blood spooked her.

The situation was more serious than they all had thought initially. Dennis did say that the victim was in critical condition, but having the evidence pushed in her face made the reality starker. She could only imagine the guilt and fear that ran through the poor Muggleborn, as she grappled with the out-of-control magic she was unaware of.

Ginny agreed with Tracey. They had to get a move on. The sooner this was over, the better.

Without further discussion, all three witches set out for Tulling Street. Luckily, they had Apparated just around the corner. Ginny looked around the neighbourhood; it was quaint and quiet, albeit a bit run-down, but she had expected nothing less from a former industrial town. The houses were lined up perfectly, each identical, even their painted colours, and cars parked on each driveway. A very neat arrangement. Every single space on each side of the street was filled up with houses and their meticulous front-gardens – bar one.

At the end of Tulling Street, between numbers 19 and 23, was a large open space, devoid of any two-storey, circular buildings. Weed stalks the size of grown children grew in its stead, obscuring her vision of what could lie beyond. It was a very odd sight, and Ginny felt another spike of dread rush through her.

This reeked of magic.

She stepped forward, and Tracey mimicked her movements immediately. Susan lingered behind as they investigated the abandoned area. "Are there any wards planted?" Ginny asked her.

Susan's forehead wrinkled in thought. She sliced her wand through the air, and muttered something under her breath. Three seconds passed, and suddenly Ginny felt a wave of energy pass over her, like a gentle breeze. "It seems so," she answered gravely. Her wand was still trained on the seemingly empty lot. "I can detect strong Muggle repelling charms, but nothing to hide it from magical eyes. I suppose whoever cast the spell, _wanted_ us to find the house, and only us."

From next to her, Ginny heard Tracey swallow, but her eyes were fixed on the sight in front of her. Susan's words clicked, and she found herself shuffling closer, until her feet toed the stark division between pavement and overgrown grass.

And suddenly, everything changed.

From the suburban nightmare of overgrown weeds and brush, rose an even bigger horror. The three-foot tall plants morphed into what was left of an ordinary two-storey home. The front-gate was smashed beyond repair: the mortar had come loose and red bricks lined the ground before her. The iron-wrought bars of the gate had a hole blasted through and hung limply off the side. A few steps ahead and the unrecognisable skeleton of a house remained. The door was removed, windows were blown out, and the entire second floor was laid bare. Its walls and the roof had been burned off.

For a moment, Ginny was speechless. This came nowhere close to what she had expected. Her heart hammered in her chest – it had sensed the danger before her mind could catch up. This was beyond their help.

She stepped back, and heard Tracey gasp. The wards must have come down completely after she came into contact with it.

Her face hardened as she twirled around to face her colleagues, who stared back at her in complete shock.

She pointed her wand at the sky, and closed her eyes, a tortured expression appearing on her face. She thought of her darling children, James, Albus and Lily, who were waiting for her at home. What trouble had they found themselves in? What pranks had they (or James, specifically) pulled? Was Lily sneaking into the kitchen to steal a slice of her grandmother's apple pie again?

Her thoughts turned to her husband. Her Harry.

"_Expecto Patronum_!"

* * *

><p>AN: What could have happened at Tulling Street? How is Kritika involved? Where is her mother? Keep reading! And please, post reviews. I would love to know what my readers think of the story so far and what I could do to improve it. Next chapter will elaborate on Kritika's hospital stay and the repercussions of Ginny's discovery.


End file.
